Abstract. While much is known about the hormonal basis of pre-laying behaviour of domestic hens, Gallus gallus domesticus, little is known about how the behaviour is initiated or how changes in this behaviour occur. An experiment was conducted in which hens had to overcome an aversive task, during the course of pre-laying behaviour, in order to reach a nest site. Twelve hens were tested in four treatments presented as a Latin square design. The test arena was arranged such that hens could approach the nestbox only along one corridor, and return to the home pen by another. The four treatments consisted of leaving the corridor leading to the nestbox empty, or placing a hen that was dominant, subordinate or unfamiliar to the test-bird in it. Hens took longer to enter the corridor leading to the nestbox when there was a dominant or unfamiliar stimulus-bird than with a subordinate or an empty corridor. They also made more attempts to find alternative routes to the nestbox during the searching phase of pre-laying behaviour when there was a dominant or unfamiliar stimulus-bird, than with a subordinate stimulus-bird or empty pen and made fewer entries into the corridor with an unfamiliar stimulus-bird, but not a dominant or subordinate stimulus-bird or an empty pen. We suggest that hens are weakly motivated to reach the nest site during the searching phase. However, the motivation to gain access to a nest site increases near the start of the sitting phase of pre-laying behaviour.
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The importance of the social environment to the domestic hen was emphasized by McBride (1970) , who stated that 'fowls live primarily and foremost in a social world'. A central feature of the social environment is the peck-order, which forms a social control system (McBride et al. 1969 ) that restricts behaviour within a certain distance of other birds. Variations in many aspects of behaviour have been reported to be related to position in the peck-order (Collias 1944; Guhl 1953; Eskeland 1977; Banks et al. 1979) . However, the effect that the social environment has on pre-laying behaviour has received little attention. Group-housed hens showing pre-laying behaviour would (almost) always encounter other birds as they search for a nest site, which may result in aggression (Hughes 1979) .
If possible, hens in small flocks avoid encountering unfamiliar birds (Hughes 1977; Dawkins 
